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"The Wyclyf' - Thrills and Dangers
of Editing a Medieval Text
by

Allen D. Breck
The Unive rsity of Denver

In 1984 we shall be observing the six hundredth anniversary of the
death of one of England's great contributors, along with William of Ockham and John Duns Scotus, to the thought, learning, and literature of the
fourteenth century. John Wyclyf died at the comparatively advanced age
of sixty-four after two years' illness attendant upon a stroke, on St. Sylvester's day, December 31, 1384. He had been stricken a second time while
hearing Mass said by his curate in his parish church at Lutterworth, some
thirteen miles northeast of Coventry. We know nothing about his burial,
save that in accordance with medieval custom he was probably laid to rest
either near the altar of the church or in consecrated ground in the churchyard. evertheless, a committee of four at the Council of Constance reported to the Assembly that Wyclyf, having been successfully accused of
two hundred and sixty instances of heresy, should be punished by having
aUhis writing extirpated. The compliance of the Council was extended to
a decree which ordered "his bones to be dug up and cast out of the
consecrated ground provided they could be identified from those of Christians buried near. " '
It was not until the spring of 1428, however, that the order could be
complied with, the bones disinterred and burned, the ashes dumped into
the River Swift nearby. As Thomas Fuller puts it in The Church History
of Britain,
To Lutterworth they come, Sumner, Commissarie, Official, Chancellour, Proctors, Doctors,
and the servants (so that the Remnant of the
']. D. Mansi, ed., Sacrormn Conciliorom Nova et Amplissima Collectio (Paris, 190111) XXVII,
655; H. van der Hardt, Mag num Oectmienicum Constantiense Concilium (Frankfort, 1700)
IV, 149-157.
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body would not hold but a bone, amongst so
many hands) take, what was left, out of the
grave, and burnt them to ashes, and cast them
into Swift, a eighbouring brook running hard
by. Thus this Brook hath coRvey'd his ashes into
Avon: Avon into Severn; Severn into narrow
Seas; they into the main Ocean. And thus the
ashes of Wickliff are the Emblem of his Doctrine, which now, is dispersed all the world
over.•
We are concerned here with that dispersal, asking ourselves the que tion "What has survived to our time of the original text of the Reformer's
lectures and writings, of the materials directly inspired by him?" Oral
tradition to one side, we need to look at what might be called "the accepted text," and we shall do so under three headings: (1) The text of the
so-called Lollard Bible; (2) the writings in English, consisting of tracts and
sermons, and (3) by far the most difficult, the philosophical and theological
texts in Latin.
A person, the Doctor Evangelicus, who saw in Scripture the one sure
basis of belief, and who wanted these words in the hands of the laity,
Wyclyf naturally inspired the translation of the Bible into English. Beyond
inspiration, we have no certain knowledge that Wyclyf entered directly
into the translation. We do know that icholas of Hereford, and perhaps
four others, did accomplish what has come to be known as "The Wyclif
Bible," Hereford completing a rough, word for word rendition in broad
Midland English through the Book of Baruch, before he had to flee before
the condemnation of Archbishop William Courtenay in 1382. Thereafter,
the translation was perhaps revised and completed by Wyclyfs own secretary, John Purvey, again in Midland dialect, but with much greater felicity
of expression. These versions, in manuscript, circulated among a few
members of the upper classes, but in large measure they were the inspiration of the proletarian underdogs of the late fourteenth and early fifteenth
English society. We can see them being read quietly at the back of parish
churches into the middle years of Henry VIII's reign, when newer versions took hold of the popular imagination and "official" versions were
completed. The first printed version of this " Lollard Bible" came only in
1731, however, when John Lewis produced it in London. The whole text
of the Bible was then completed in a version by Forshall and Madden in
four volumes which Oxford University Press issued in 1850, some four
hundred and eighty-six years after Wyclyfs death. 3
'The Church Hi#ory of Britoin (London, 1655), 171.
'See Margare t Oeanesly, The Lo/lard Bible (Cambridge, 1920); H. B. Workman,joh11 Wye/if
(Oxford, 1926, 2 vols.); A. G. Dickens, '"Heresy and the Origins of English Protestantism" in
Britain a11d the Netherlands (ed. J. S. Bromley and E. H. Kossmann, 1964); Dickens's The
English Reformatio11 (New York, 1964) summarizes some of the trends.
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The fate of the second group of writings was somewhat different. The
little tract, the Wicket , wrongly ascribed to Wyclyf, was of sufficient interest to the continental reformers for it to appear in an edition of 1546 at
uremberg, reprinted at Oxford in 1612. A considerable number of separate tracts floated through England during the sixteenth century, their
style vigorous and direct. Gotthard Lechler, surely the dean of Wyclyf
studies on the continent, says of their style
that the exquisite pathos, the keen delicate
irony, the manly passion of his short, nervous
sentences, fairly overmasters the weakness of
the unformed language and gives us English
which cannot be read without a feeling of its
beauty to this hour.•
But two difficulties present themselves in dealing with these texts. Despite
the fact that editors had an English text which they could read without
difficulty, it was far from easy to determine which of the tracts had been
originally from the pen of the philosopher-theologian himself and which
from his disciples, or, indeed, from that of one of his numerous enemies.
Thus, when Thomas Arnold brought out three volumes of the Select
Works in a Clarendon Press edition of 1869-71 it became obvious that his
high-church views had determined which works were to be published,
and it was not until 1880 that an edition of the Early English Text Society
by F. D. Matthew produced the complete version, including those Arnold
had omitted. By that date, all the known English works had come to light
and had been printed, even those of undetermined authorship. We need
to remember, of course, that Wyclyf undoubtedly dictated to one of his
secretaries and that the latter took the words down, and filtered them
through his own dialectal background, a process which gave no concern
to either one, but producing a puzzle to the nineteenth century editor Wyclyffian ideas, but surely not always in the original state. We are thus
brought to the knowledge that by 1880 all the known English writings
were in the hands of people in a manageable form, so it was possible to
form some estimate of Wyclyfs theological ideas and to evaluate his sizeable contribution to the development of English language and literature.•
'Trialogus, (Oxford, 1869), v.
'The work continues at a steady pace . Anne Hudson and Pamela Cradon are editing a
four-volwne series of Wycliffite sermons, all once attributable to Wyclyf, but no longer so.
Hudson has published Seleclio11s from Eng/isl, Wyclijfite Writi11gs (Cambridge, 1978); Peggy
Ann Knapp, "The Style of John Wyclus English Sermons", De Proprletotibus Lillerarum
(fhe Hague, 1977, Series Practica, 16); Vaclav Murdroch, The WyclyJTroditio11 {ed. A. C.
Reeves, Athens: Ohio U. Press, 1979; Edith C. Tatnall, "John Wyclifand Ecclesia Anglicana",
]oumol of'Ecclesiostlcal History (XX, April, 1969), 19-43; A list of Wyclyfs writings which
Matthias Haccius lllyricus was willing to send to Queen Elizabeth through her Archbishop,
Matthew Parker, appears in "Matthew Parker,John Bale, and the Magdeburg Centuriators"
by orrnan L. Jones, in The Sixteenth Century ]oumol {XII, 1981), 45.
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We are thus brought to the third area of our inquiry, and one which
bears directly on the topic in hand, the Latin manuscripts in theology and
philosophy, texts which contain by far the most important of his ideas. One
might suppose, from the long series of printed texts from medieval scholars which have been issued since the Renaissance, and more especially the
Reformations, both Protestant and Catholic, that the western world would
have had in hand all the publications of Wyclyf, but this is amazingly not
so. His work was important enough to the continental reformers for the
Trialogus to be printed in 1525 at Basel.
It was, however, left to the industry and quickened inspiration of a
German, Gotthard V. Lechler of the University of Leipzig, to issue an
edition of the De Officio Pastorali in 1863, and of the Trialogus in 1869.
The inspiration for the publication of other texts had come in large part
from the increasing desire in the middle of the nineteenth century to
accumulate printed editions of the sources for the history of each nation.
The massive Monumenta Germaniae Historica and the Chronicles a11d
Memorials of Great Britain During the Middle Ages come to mind . In the
latter (the "Rolls Series") the Rev. Walter Waddington Shirley had published in 1858 the Fasciculi Zizaniorum Magistri johannis Wye/if, ascribed to Thomas Netter of Walden, which contained a life of Wyclyf and
a few of his Latin writings.
Beside these important beginnings of editions of Latin texts, there was
as yet no substantial corpus of his writings, such as was available for many
other medieval philosophers. It was left to the energetic work of Professor
F. J. Furnival and others to found in London, in March, 1882, The Wyclif
Society, the purpose of which was to publish in as short a time as possible
authentic texts of the Latin works, to be provided with critical apparatus,
indices, lists of sources, and side headings, but without translation into
English.
The first of these editions was a two volume Polemical Works in Latin,
by Professor Rudolf Buddensieg of the Vitzthum Gymnasium, in Dresden,
which he completed in 1881 and published in 1883, only two years before
the celebration of the Jive hundredth anniversary of Wyclyfs death. As the
editor pointed out in the introduction (v):.
Until the last few years, England has been singularly ungrateful to the memory of one of her
greatest men. She seems to have forgotten that
not only is John Wyclif the father of her prose,
but that he was also the first to do battle for the
maintenance of evangelical faith and English
freedom with a foreign power that openly denied to Englishmen the privilege of both.
The debt that Buddensieg and others felt they owed to bringing to print
the editions of manuscripts is one we can share, in that, as he put it
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True progress in historical study will not be arrived at by talking about these old writers, but
by letting them speak for themselves; not by
listening to what people say about them, but by
listening to their own words.
All this is, of course, splendid advice. But then we come to the inevitable
question,just what w.ere the ipsissima verha? and how do we make them
known? To find the answers to these simple questions, in the case even of
a single author, may take one, or many lifetimes. Let me share some of my
thoughts with you. But before I do so, let me recommend a charming essay
by Cullen Murphy in the June 1979 issue of Harper's, found on pages 45
through 63, entitled "All the Pope's Men: Putting Aquinas Together
Again." It is the familiar and enthralling story of the paleographical problems attendant on publishing the correct text of all the works of St.
Thomas Aquinas, started by the Leonine Commission a hundred years
ago, with the anticipated conclusion another hundred years hence, 39
volumes published to date. And the Commission, with all its dedicated
Dominican scholars, had already printed editions of the complete works,
from which at least to begin. One is saddened, though not surprised, to
learn that the first four volumes of the Summa Theologica, which were
rushed into print in six years "have to be completely redone."
Where, then, is the thrill, and where the dangers? What has caused
learned men and women to spend years hunched over manuscripts or
copies thereof, ultimately to produce a text (most often in the original
tongue, without complete translation) that would be read by a decreasing
number of people after them? The way is littered with the casualties. We
read in the Wyclif Society's Report for August, 1887, that "Mr. F. 0 .
Matthew . .. has more than once broken down in the attempt to work at
his own editions of Wyclif's Miscellaneous Tracts and the De Mandatis, so
that the appearance of these must be deferred till more leisure and
stonger health come to him." Or, "Dr. Auerbach has thrown up the work
he had undertaken to do for the Society."
Buddensieg says to the point, "I have spent more than seven years over
this work, making use, for my studies, of all the holidays and the leisure
hours left me by school duties upon the difficulties of copying and collating, of examining critically, correcting and printing texts of the later Middle Ages. I will not expatiate, for I profess not talking, only this: let each
man do his best - and say little about it!""
Why? The end is clear - the production of a clean text, new-minted
and fresh, a delight to the eye and the mind - the pride of workmanship
completed in the product. There is delight in reading (perhaps for the first
time in centuries) the words that once came from the mind, the mouth and
the pen of a thinker. I can remember the great Harrison Thomson at
' Wye/ifs Polemical Works /rt Latin (1883), I, v.
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Colorado, after a hard day of teaching and writing, saying, " ow, let's sit
down and have some fun! " with the copy of a medieval text of Grosseteste
or Wyclyf before us. And, of course, there is the belief that one is working
at the Opus Dei. Cullen's article concludes fittingly with a limerick:
A crusty old monk was thought odd,
For he labored at Latin unshod.
When his friends asked him "Why?"
He proclaimed with a cry,
"For the honor and glory of God!"
The word 'labor' is an appropriate one, doubly so when one works not
from the substantial body of printed texts which then can be corrected
from other and more reliable manuscripts, but from one manuscript or
perhaps dozens, none of which have been put in order by other hands, and
thus present to the editor an enchanting but hazardous minefield of raw
materials. I speak from experience, having edited Wyclyfs De Trinitate
from a scattered Bock of seven manuscripts, deposited now at Cambridge
University and in collections in Prague and Vienna.' Another text, the De
TempGre, which is just completed, comes from the collation of twentythree manuscripts, gathered from (and examined in) Dublin, Cambridge,
Lincoln, Vienna, Krakow, Stockholm, Pavia, and Venice. It all sounds so
simple. There is the delight of visiting manuscript collections, uncovering
if possible hitherto unreported manuscripts, reading and annotating for an
edition. One privilege the modern editor has over some of his nineteenth
century predecessors lies in the copying machines. At that earlier time not
very long ago it was necessary to cajole some archival custodian to let the
scholar take a treasure home with him, or for the editor or a copyist to
make a painstaking reproduction of the original by hand. Microfilm and
the like have put an end to that operation. But the labor is still ahead. As
one scholar puts it,
"At the head of a very large school I have a
difficult daily task to perform, requiring the full
working power of a man. This is my plea for
having spent more than twenty-two years in
preparing this edition." It was "the outcome of
holiday-leisure and or work up to the small
hours of the night. " 8
7
A. D. Breck, "The Manuscripts of John Wyclyfs De Tri11itate .. , Medieoolia et H11ma11islica
(VII, 1952), 56-70 and j ohann/s Wyclyf De Tri'llitate, in Studies a11d Terts ;,. Medieval
Thought, U. Colorado (1962) 196 pp.
•Rudolf Budde nsieg, De Veritate Sacrae Scn'pturae (1905), 1, viii.
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Several careful readings of the texts now laid before one begin to build
in the mind the desire to create some sort of pedigree, beginning hope-

fully with the original text as it came from the pen of the writer or that
of an amanuensis intent on rendering the idea as faithfully as possible.
Unhappily, in the case of Wyclyf and many another medieval writer, this
is almost impossible. We simply do not have the parent manuscript, in the
case of Wyclyf, because so much was destroyed, as in the great burning
of the codices at Prague in 1410. I confess that the successful production
of Stemmae is a baHJing activity, for lack of any identification of a common
origin of disparate texts:
It seems evident that the common source (X)
from which all our manuscripts have been copied, is not the first copy of all, but a text which
is in certain places so corrupt as to be quite
unintelligible, whose mistakes have been copied in all the nine MSS. and can be corrected
only by conjecture.•
Rudolf Beer agrees: " I have not been able to discover any family connection between the live manuscripts." The best source may not be the one
for which there are the largest number of copies: "It is not advisable . ..
to rely on the strength of numbers; for the critical passages must not be
counted but weighed." 10
Laying to one side, then, the problems of discovering the source (in the
absence of any manuscript of the parent generation, with, say an autograph or date in a known handwriting) we sort out our manuscripts according to the present location of each. For the De Tempore we have two
at Cambridge University, one in Lincoln Cathedral, another in Trinity
College, Dublin, live in Prague (divided between the State Library and
the old Archiepiscopal Collection), three in Vienna, and the rest divided
among libraries at Krakow, Stockholm, Pavia, and Venice. A careful examination of these different codices convinces us that (as might be supposed)
those copies (of the third generation, or at best the second) which are
closest to the missing original come from the British Isles; thus, we have
three, one at Trinity College, Cambridge, another at Lincoln Cathedral,
a third at Trinity College, Dublin, and a single but very important introductory page from Gonville and Caius College, Cambridge.
Those at Prague and Vienna appear to be close to one another, the
Royal Library text in Stockholm (in the handwriting of John Hus) a hurriedly done copy, the two from Italy offering interesting variants in signili' He.rzbcrg-Frankel and M. H. Oziewicki, De Simonia (1898) xi.
10
Rudolf Beer, De Compositione Homiliis (1884), ix.
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cant cases. one can be dated earlier than 1397, the rest from the early
part of the fifteenth century.
From these variant copyings, then, we select a single text which we can
use as far as possible as the "parent" in our effort to establish a useful and
reliable framework for the finished product. We take thus the Trinity
College, Dublin, version. But clarity of writing and beauty of illumination
alone may cover a multitude of errors, and be the despair of editors. Of
the Cambridge manuscript, Johann Loserth remarks: "Regular, if not altogether not beautiful, as the handwriting is, the text is faulty, full of more
or less serious blunders so that it cannot be said to have been well preserved on the whole in this text." " Later he comments that "Sometimes
we find such gross mistakes, that we are led to doubt whether the scribe
understood the meaning of the text. Yet the faults which spring from his
misunderstanding and careless writing (few of which can be corrected
with absolute certainty) impair the value of the MS less than his numerous
omissions." Faulty scribal redaction can indeed be a serious part of editorial frustration at this later date. Rudolf Beer, writing a text of the Questiones Logice Et Phi/osophice: remarks that
The copyist, we are almost forced to believe,
did his very best towards rendering his writing
as illegible as possible. The editor who has for
these eight years been occupied with fifteenth
century manuscripts of which many were
rather illegible, must admit that he never met
with so hard a paleographical problem as the
present one. All through the work we continually meet with sentences that must rather be
guessed at rather than read. 12
Dziewicke, working through a Vienna MS (4352, of De Logica ) which he
was copying out, found that
At last I succeeded in getting through the whole
of the Ms. It was needless to complain of the
crabbed writing which for illegibility surpasses
anything I had yet seen and equals anything I
have seen since, even among the worst of the
Prague MSS. This is a difficulty which all transcribers of Wyclyf will by this time have learned
to take as a matter of course. And yet it is but
fair to point out that in difficult passages, such
"Super Domin/calla (1887), xxxvi.
"Questiones Logice (1891), xxiii.
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as abound in Logica from beginning to end, this
very greatly increases the perplexity of the editor. More than once -and, I might say, more
than fifty times - I have been obliged to note
down the abbreviations of the Ms. with the unuttered reservation 'Unless the sign stands for
something quite different!' '"
Wide variations in the quality of scribal rendition come to ones attention, as in many another author's work. But there is a special problem with
our mar.uscripts - the transmission from England to Bohemia. The fascination which Czech reformers had for Wyclyf led, for instance, Jan Hus
to translate the former's Trialogus into Czech, with the assistance, in all
probability, of Jerome of Prague, between 1403 and 1407. In addition,
there was a steady How of manuscripts from England. We know, for instance, of the work of two young students, a Bohemian German, icholas
FaulJisch, or Faul6ss, and his noble Czech friend, George de Knychnicz.
In their anxiety to take as much as possible of Wyclyf home, and with the
threat of official censure in England, they worked hurriedly. Faced with
a difficult philosophical style to begin with, it is small wonder that their
work, which was corrected graviter at Oxford and elsewhere, (in Vigilia
Purificacio11is Sa11cte Marie Oxo11) should come to Prague with serious
errors, indeed Oagrant mistakes. Their purpose was laudable, their intent
pious. We think that Faul6sch, for instance, had even forged a certificate
of Wyclyfs orthodoxy purported to have been issued by Oxford University, and a piece of his gravestone as well: Ille Faulfiss portabit u11am
petiam lapidis de sepulchro ipsius Wiclif, quern postea Prage pro reliquis
ve11eraba11tur et habeba11t. ••
ot only for these men but for subsequent editors Wyclyfs Latin caused
considerable grief. Reginald Lane Poole, in an edition of the Tractatus de
Civili Domi11io speaks for all:15
ot a little of the difficulty attending the preparation of the edition is due to the peculiar nature of Wycliffe's Latin. The immense interval
that separates the style of his age from the comparatively pure Latinity of the twelfth century
is well known. But Wycliffe's Latin is base even
as compared with that of such of his predecessors as Ockham; there is a gulf between it and
"De Lcgica !,iv.
"Petri de Mladenowicz, Relacio j. Hus Causa Decem, 313, in ovotny, Fontes Rerum
Bohemlcarum (Prague, 1932), VIII, 107. See also 0. Odlozilik, "Wyclifrs Influence Upon
Central and Eastern Europe", Slavonic Review VII (1928), 634-48.
"De Civi/i Dominio (1900), I, xviii.
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that of Thomas Aquinas. Wycliffe in fact belongs to a time when scholars are ceasing to
think in Latin. It is significant of his position
that he is one of the founders of English prosewriting. To understand his Latin it is often necessary to translate it into English; certainly in
obscure passages this is often the readiest way
of getting at his meaning.
It is small wonder, then, that continental editors have faced a special
problem, that of the specially British accent of this philosopher. It is, of
course, a universal problem of every translator from one culture to another. It is compounded, however, by several related problems. One is
that of the abbreviations, textual emendations, side notes, and somewhat
vague references which abound. Beer, remarking a passage which completely baffied him confesses; "I have looked through everything in
Vienna, I have written to scholars in Leipzig, Berlin, Bonn, London and
Oxford, without being able to obtain or discover the information I required. "16
It goes almost without saying that every medieval writer's special
vocabulary, phrasing, and arrangement of words has idiosyncratic elements. In Wyclyfs case we begin early to catch on to his use of the active
infinitive for a related noun or for the passive voice, his old-fashioned use
of the double negative, his supply of is, iste, ille, ipse for the pronouns
which are of course missing in Latin. It becomes necessary to make lists
of such peculariaties before we can get into his style and make a relatively
smooth translation.
I have sometimes found it valuable to speak a phrase, sometimes a
whole passage aloud in order to catch the moment of utterance, finding
that it makes greater sense if I can imagine it spoken in a crowded lecture
hall, more for effect than for logical and sequential development.
Further, when one hopes for a consistently logical development of
ideas, he is thrown completely to one side with a series of arguments which
cannot be connected with the fundamental propositions of the thesis
which has been announced in the table of contents. Beer found that "Here
is rather a confrontation of mutually destructive ideas than a consistently
pursued argument."" He is laying down a few leading principles, suggested, rather than completed, and with side avenues which will be useful
to pursue in later tractates and lectures. Of punctuation, nothing need be
said, save that it is often scanty and worthless. Lane Poole, speaking of two
Vienna MSS comments, "I have ignored the punctuation and the use of
••De Composilio11e Homir,is (1884), xiv.

"Ibid., xv.
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capitals in the MS, which for the most part observes no rule either of logic
or grammar in these respects."'"
One last difficulty now rears its head - the use of quotations. Scriptural
quotations of course offer no problem, and as some manuscripts are studded with them, such a part of the reading can be gotten over with quickly.
The Doctor Evangelicus has earned his reputation for a fundamentalism
before the Fundamentalists in the number and use of Biblical words and
phrases in defense of his positions. But of other sources the story is not so
simple. What texts were available in toto and what came in jlorilegia or
books of quotations, we can not always be completely sure. " As Aristotle
says," even followed by title and chapter, may lead us nowhere for a sure
identIBcation of the exact words of the Philosophus. Even greater difficulty comes with ascription to Averrhoes, the Commentator. Although we
have the Juntine edition before us, the search for the suitable quotation
can take endless time. Indeed, it may be the most frustating part of the
work. "I am sometimes apt to think that I have too much assumed the
fidelity of Wycliffe's quotation or the correctness of the copies from which
he quotes" says Lane Poole in his edition of the De Civili Dominio .
Quotations from the Church fathers are abundant, but often without
chapter and verse. To give a typical example, the editors of the Leonine
edition of Aquinas found that
One citation from Augustine took two years to
find. Sometimes the sources are so protean that
not even Aquinas's contemporaries knew what
they were doing. One of Aristotle's books, for
example, had survived down to the Middle
Ages, only in Latin. Medieval scholars labored
for years to translate it back into Greek.
Decades later, translators vied to be the first to
render it into Latin. 19
Despite all these substantial difficulties, the Wyclif Society produced
one stately volume after another, bound in sober black with gold lettering,
the work of a series of dedicated editors in England and Germany, between 1883 and the advent of the Srst World War, the last volume being
the Opera Minora, edited by Professor Loserth. Only one text appeared
after that conflict, Loserth's rendering of F. D. Matthew's text of the De
Manda tis Divinis and the Tractatus de Sta tu bmocencie, with which the
former capped forty years of work for the Society. It was a new world:
"This edition itself was finally prepared for print and seen through the
"De Civili Domirlio (1900), I, xvii .
..Ibid., 1, xviii.
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press in the hard time of war and post-war under all sorts of troubles and
of both physical and mental want." With this publication, the work of the
Wyclif Society came to an end. But the process of editing was then picked
up again with fresh enthusiasm.
Scholars in Czechoslovakia, with a sense of gratitude for Wyclyfs share
in the Bohemian Reformation, the " Reformation before the Reformation"
as it were, continued the publication of articles and monographs, directed
doctoral dissertations at the Charles University, relating the work of Wyclyf to the intellectual and political milieu of East Central Europe and the
British Isles. Among their students the name of S. Harrison Thomson
stands pre-eminent. Beginning with his dissertation on the order of writing of Wyclyfs philosophical works, he went on to an edition of Books I
and II of the De Ente, only one product of his unflagging industry geared
to greatness of mind and penetrating insight. At his death he had amassed materials for an edition of the De Universalibus and for a complete manuscript catalogue of Wyclyfs works, similar to the Thomson
Grosseteste.
Thus matters stood - an imposing array of textual publications, all of
them in Latin with substantial outlines of the arguments, then a Renaissance, this time not the work of a society but of individual scholars, united
in ideas but separated in time and space. The possibility of, and opportunity for, a second Renaissance presented itself recently - the Sexcentenary of Wyclyfs death, which could be fittingly observed in 1984.
To this end (and for wider purposes) scholars have welcomed the form ation in the fall of 1979 of the " ew Wyclif Society," its headquarters at the
University of Ottawa English Department, with a newsletter edited by
Professor L. M. Eldredge. This organization might seem to be a continuation of the old Society, but readers were disabused of this notion. Commenting on the formation of the old Society in March, 1882 and its desire
to "keep on foot until all his most important genuine writings should be
given to the world through the press" the new editor wrote

They didn't quite succeed in bringing out all his
most important genuine writings, but what
they did produce still represents a major portion of Wyclifs Latin works. But their very success insured that our receipt of Wyclif would be
biased, for on the one hand he is presented as
the great reformer, the voice of one proto-protestant crying in the wilderness, and on the
other hand, he is made to appear in an intellectual vacuum. 20
••Murphy, "All the Pope's Men", 62.
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What, then, could be done? Without weighing the merits of this analysis
of the contribution of the old Society, one is delighted that the anniversary
will find a group in position, already engaged in preparing texts of the
remaining unpublished works. Ivan Mueller of the University of Freiburg,
for instance, is at work on an edition of Wyclyfs De Universalibus, for
which he has been loaned the substantial work of S. H. and his son W. R.
Thomson, a fundamental work for understanding Wyclyfs philosophy.21
Also nearing completion is my edition of the De Tempore 22 and the translation of the Wyclif Society's edition of the De Simonia, by T. A. McVeigh.
Other editions, such as a four-volume collection of sermons formerly attributed to Wyclyf are in the works, part of an increasing corpus of materials. W. R. Thomson is completing the catalogue of Wyclyfs writings which
will do much to deepen and enlarge our perception of the man and the
period. But the ew Society promises more in the way of encouragement:
"It is this partial view of events that the ew Wyclif Society seeks to
remedy. Although the name is designed to suggest continuity, the WS
is out to break new ground. What is needed is a greater sense of Wyclifs
context. " To this end, the new Society proposes to advise on the continued
publication of Latin texts, but also to support vigorously (though unfortunately not financially) translations into English of some of the basic works,
and monographs " that seek to analyze the philosophy of the period."
As an "umbrella society" in which scholars working in the period of the
late Middle Ages and early Renaissance in England can find mutual support for research and publication, this new effort can have nothing but
success. There remains only one difficult point to address: what about
publication?
It is conceivable that for some there is no necessity for the work to
appear in completed printed form; the thrill of detection may for them
be in the process and not in the product. Like Lord Acton, most of whose
great seminal ideas remained in the pigeon-holes of his desk until his
death, they may leave to others the added thrill (and possible disappointment, knowing what reviewers are like) of committing their offspring to
the world. But for most, "The Wyclyf' will be considered an uncompleted
project until it is issued into daylight and the scrutiny of others. I am thus
led to discussing some of the dangers of our operation, and so to seek for
some solutions:
1. When is a medieval text better left in the original, with annotations,
all the critical apparatus, and when is it best translated into another
language for a slightly larger audience? Or is translation (because of
the decreasing number of those who can read classical languages,
""The Order of Writing ofWyclifs Philosophical Works .. (Prague, 1929), 22 pages. See also
his 'The Philosophical Basis of Wyclifs Theology .. in The j oumal ofReligion Xl Qan. 1931),

~ll6.
"A. D. Breck, "John Wyclyf on Time .. in Cosmology, History, and Theology, ed. by Wolfgang
Yourgrau and A. D. Breck (Plenum Press, .Y., 1977) 211- 218.
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especially in their medieval form) absolutely essential? Are parallel
pages of Latin and English a good thing?
2. Considering the phenomenal increase in the cost of "hot type"
books, what are the most worthwhile alternatives?
3. Among the possibilities, what would be the reaction to microfiche or
similar publication of the text? 2 3
Well, there is the Wyclyf-it was born in the late fourteenth century,
dismembered and cloned in the fifteenth, scattered abroad in the sixteenth century, and is now being reassembled, perhaps not in the original
form, in the twentieth. Thrills? Yes, indeed, from the very beginning.
Dangers? Certainly; its father might not recognize it. Worth the trouble?
Yes, every energizing bit of it. Et est opus Dei.

" Parts of this paper were originally presented at a meeting of the Rocky Mountain Conference on British Studies at Reno, evada, ovember 7, 1981. In the discussion wruch fol lowed, Prof. Glenn Edwards, this year's editor of the joumal of the RMMRA brought
forward some very important suggestions gained from experience with computerized printing ofthe/ouma/, about which we need to know more as the demand for publication widens
and the problems of cost increase. (Parenthetically, two and a half dollars should bring the
ew Wyclif Society ewsletter for a year, including a list of members in various disciplines
and plans for the Sexcentenary observations, scheduled for 1984. Letters should go to The
ew Wyclif Society, Department of English, University of Ottawa, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada
Kl 6N5).

